health study carried out in 2003 revealed that, compared to Lebanese adolescents, those living in BBC were more likely to be school drop-outs and to report poor self-rated health, 9 a subjective measure that reflects mental health status. Since its formation, the partnership took on the challenge of designing and implementing an intervention to improve the mental health of adolescents in BBC and to enhance their school attachment. The partnership was named the Community Youth Coalition (CYC).
Community representatives in the CYC included independent volunteers, representatives of local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and representatives of the United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA). UNRWA was established in 1948 to provide education and health services to Palestinians who became refugees after the creation of the state of Israel. As the majority of Palestinians in Lebanon receive their formative education in UNRWA schools, it was crucial to include representatives from the agency in the partnership. Most local NGOs represented in the CYC run youth cultural, educational, or vocational programs for which they obtain funding from various international donors.
The need to evaluate the progress of the partnership was brought forth by community members themselves at the end of the first year of collaborative work. In response, a subcommittee was formed to plan for and implement the evaluation. In the summer of 2006, in-depth interviews were conducted with 18 CYC members who were either independents or represented one of 11 different partnership organizations. The interviews were tape recorded and transcribed verbatim; analysis of the transcript data was carried out following standard qualitative methods. Two salient, and somewhat conflicting, themes emerged from the analysis. CYC members projected a high level of commitment towards achieving the goals of the partnership. However, despite the high commitment, they exhibited low levels of trust towards other community partners.
With respect to the first theme, independent, NGO, and UNRWA representatives all expressed a strong sense of obligation towards enhancing the wellbeing of youth in their community and indicated that their participation in the CYC fits naturally with the work they do in their respective organizations. They highlighted that their commitment to the goals of the partnership stems from their belief that the wellbeing of youth is key to the wellbeing of the Palestinian refugee community as a whole:
This project is very important to me. We are not only dealing with the mental health or education of youth. In my opinion, we are dealing with the future of a whole community.
Member commitment to the welfare of youth in their community was strong and explained their sense of duty to contribute their time and expertise to the partnership. In addition to what community members themselves stated during interviews, an examination of minutes and running notes collected between 2005 and 2006 revealed that a core group of community members consistently attended meetings and actively contributed to the decision-making process and to building the partnership infrastructure. It is worth noting that, during its first year, the partnership operated on zero funding and none of the members or their respective organizations received any compensation for their contributions.
The second emergent theme highlights that the partnership operated under conditions of pervasive mistrust between members. Whereas initial suspicions of the academic partner were recalled during interviews, members primarily spoke about their mistrust of other community representatives in the CYC. They elaborated that, while trust improved slowly and conflict subsided over time, mistrust will not completely dissipate in the partnership due to long-standing structural factors in the community. These factors relate to the fact that NGOs in BBC are demanded to constantly secure international donor funding in order to sustain youth service projects. The system of international funding, which focuses on services and does not encourage collaborative long-term planning, has created stiff competition between NGOs and contributed to lowering trust over time. A community member described the situation as follows:
We have a problem [in BBC]. All our organizations operate on funding from international donors and foundations … The conflict between NGOs is very difficult to get rid of because, while everyone wants what is best for youth, there is strong competition over international funding.
Whereas competition led to mistrust across the board, the most evident schism in trust manifested between members from local NGOs and those who represent UNRWA. The partnership brought vying stakeholders together at the same table and the history of conflict and mistrust directed at UNRWA inevitably spilled into CYC meetings and influenced their dynamics. For some local NGO members, the meetings served as occasions to criticize UNRWA and to hold its policies responsible for the high rate of school drop-out among Palestinian adolescents. This put UNRWA representatives, who are from the BBC community, in a defensive and awkward position:
Since the first meeting I attended, I was put on the defensive as a representative of UNRWA. I think it is a little bit better now, but the conflict remains.
A quick background serves to contextualize this conflict as an outcome of larger structural conditions that govern life in BBC. For over 60 years, Palestinian refugees in Lebanon have been denied rights in the areas of education, health, employment, and property ownership. 10 Whereas UNRWA provides free health and education services to Palestinians, there is an almost universal consensus that these services are inadequate and of poor quality. 10 In order to compensate for inferior formal education, local NGOs in BBC run after-school remedial education programs. Members representing NGOs in the CYC indicated during interviews that they witness on a daily basis the failings of the UNRWA education system through their work.
In response to the strain imposed on the partnership because of this context, some members suggested making a practical change in CYC meeting structure-to reduce the number and length of full CYC meetings and to hold more frequent and longer small subcommittee meetings. Each of the subcommittees would include a small number of members who would meet in a more intimate setting and work together on achieving specific practical goals. In return, full CYC meetings would focus primarily on discussing the progress of subcommittee work and future directions. Members conjectured that bringing a few members closer together as a team in charge of achieving specific goals would build personal relations and a team spirit as the partnership begins to accomplish its overall goals. During in-depth interviews, most members expressed satisfaction with the new structure because of its potential to enhance trust and maintain momentum in the partnership.
THE POTENTIAL AND CHALLENGES OF AN ACADEMIC-COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIP
The CYC presented a microcosm of the BBC community, reflecting both its strengths and weaknesses-a high level of commitment to enhancing the wellbeing of youth and a low level of trust between members. Structural conditions that heightened competition over international funding inevitably created an environment of conflict and mistrust in the BBC. Our qualitative evaluation highlights unique lessons that can guide future academic-community partnerships in similar urban contexts. When working collaboratively with communities, it is important to contextualize mistrust within the broader structural conditions that create conflict and competition between partners and to build on community strengths in order to push the work of the partnership forward. In the CYC, the high level of member commitment to enhancing the welfare of youth in the BBC community served as the driving force to sustain the partnership under structural constraints. One of the main accomplishments of the CYC was that it planted a seed for future collaborations between NGOs in the BBC and made a small break in the psychological barrier that has hindered joint work for many years. We hope that findings from this evaluation will inform the policies of international donors that provide small and short-term funding in poor urban communities. Gearing some of the funding to the establishment of collaborative partnerships promises to reduce competition, enhance trust, and empower communities.
